More than a century after William Farr's 1838 publication "On prognosis", the difference between "risk and rate" was rediscovered by epidemiologists in the 1970s. The concept of the incidence rate over person-time continues to be misunderstood and has led to recent controversies. In the second part of his 1838 publication" On prognosis", William Farr explained the "force of mortality", which nowadays we call an "incidence rate". He distinguished from "mortality", which we call "risk" or "cumulative incidence". The first is calculated over person-time and ranges from 0 to infinity; the second is a number between 0 and 1 without dimensions (Rothman & Greenland 1998) . In this commentary, I will trace the recent history of the distinction between "risk and rate", and recount how these concepts still lead to confusion and controversy.
A rediscovery
The distinction between "risk" and "rate" that was so well known to Farr was rediscovered in the 1970s in the USA (Vandenbroucke 1985) . In itself this is strange, since incidence rates had been used earlier in the 20 th century in the UK and the USA. In the 1950s Richard Doll and Austin Bradford Hill used incidence per person-years in their studies of British doctors and smoking (Doll & Hill 1956 ). However, they did not publish about the theory of this calculation. Hill did explain risks and life tables in his influential textbook on medical statistics (Hill 1937) , but only from the 7 th edition onwards a few lines were devoted to incidence rates (Hill 1984 (MacMahon et al. 1960) . The example was retained in all later editions of that textbook.
Nevertheless, the conceptual difference between "risk" and "rate" and their respective uses escaped attention. Like Gerstman (2003) , I think that Elandt-Johnson (1975) should credited for bringing the topic very clearly to the attention of "modern" epidemiologists in 1975 . The distinction became the basis for Miettinen's (1976) proposal that odds ratio calculations in case-control studies could be exactly the same as a ratio of incidence rates, without need for the "rare disease assumption". Thereafter, the distinction gained wide acceptance (Greenland 1987) . (Windeler & Lange 1995 (Iezzoni 1996 (Vandenbroucke & VandenbrouckeGrauls 1996 , 1997 (Haley et al. 1981 (Vandenbroucke & Vandenbroucke-Grauls 1988 (Vandenbroucke & Vandenbroucke-Grauls 1988) . This has changed (Freeman & McGowan 1978) , and in the early 1990s the CDC used nosocomial infection rates per person-time (Gaynes et al. 1991) . The difference between risk and rate gave raise to confusion and controversy, more than a century ago, and it still does. To those who have difficulty with the use of rates, the beautiful examples and explanations in "On prognosis" are still worthwhile reading.
Continuing debates Many persons remain confused about events per persontime. This was witnessed by a paper in the British Medical Journal in 1995, which called person-years "A dubious concept"

